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Site 18BC110 is a submerged archeological site consisting of the remains of 7 derelict late 19th and early 20th century vessels along the waterfront adjacent 
to the Baltimore Museum of Industry. The site lies near Whetstone Neck on the flat, featureless bottom of the Northwest Branch of the Patapsco River. The 
vessels are situated on two sides of an abandoned pier (replaced in 2007) northeast of the museum property. On the land side, the site is covered with gravel, 
two concrete foundations, and one standing structure. Site boundaries include the wreck sites and wharf site. The submerged vessels include an iron-hulled 
tugboat, a partially submerged wooden scow, an iron compressor boat, and a submerged wooden scow on the northwest side of the former pier debris. The 
southeast side contains a partially submerged wooden scow and the iron hulled and exposed remains of the Governor R. M. McLane: a steam tug constructed 
in 1882 which served as the flagship for the Maryland State Oyster Police Force.

In the 1870s and 1880s, annual oyster harvests ranged from 12 to 15 million bushels, but by 1890 the oyster population was in decline.  Overharvesting by 
the efficient dredge boats was taking its toll.  Attempts to close certain areas to maintain the population were ignored by outlaw dredgers.  Since 1900 the 
annual harvest has seldom exceeded 5 million bushels and in the second half of the century had fallen to about 2 million bushels annually.  The early efforts 
of the State Fishery Force to control the oyster harvest are particularly significant in light of present concerns over the health of the Bay, and the dramatic, 
recent decline in the oyster population due to disease. The use of the steam tug Governor R.M. McLane is an important piece of that early effort.

Map research indicates that Whetstone Neck was not densely inhabited in the late 18th century when Baltimore was being incorporated. Maps of the period 
show little or no development or cultivation in the area. This situation had changed by the mid 19th century, when a city street network had been extended 
across Whetstone Neck. In addition to streets, the waterfront surrounding the site was developed during the mid to late 19th century. Wharves began to 
appear on the maps of the area during this period.

In conjunction with the development of the waterfront, these maps suggest that land was being reclaimed along with the development of the shoreline. An 
1836 map appears to indicate that the shoreline of the Northwest Branch was located some distance to the south from its present position, perhaps as far 
south as modern-day Key Highway. Soil borings taken at the Baltimore Museum of Industry, during a 1988 environmental study indicate a depth of fill close to 
12.2 meters (40 feet).

An 1876 US Coast and Geodesic Survey map showed that the shoreline of Whetstone Neck had been developed for maritime-related activities by the middle 
to late 19th century. Numerous wharfs and piers are depicted, and many are labeled including Platt & Co., the building in which the Baltimore Museum of 
Industry is housed. The site area, immediately to the east of Platt & Co., was still undeveloped and had not been improved by filling, as had most other 
properties along this stretch of shoreline. The area is again depicted on a 1902 Sanborn Insurance Map. This map, which again showed the adjoining Platt 
and Co. Oyster House and pier also indicated that the C.H. Pearson Oyster Packing house had been established east of the property at 1425 Key Highway 
(the modern-day Baltimore Museum of Industry), which still remained undeveloped.

Later Sanborn maps indicate that the shoreline at 1425 Key Highway was extended by fill sometime before 1914. By 1914, Louis Grebb Oyster and Fruit 
Packers had developed the lot which is now 1425 Key Highway, constructing a large, corrugated-iron clad office, warehouse, and processing building. The 
foundation of this structure was reportedly visible before the property was covered with gravel in the late 1980s. A shell mill and machine shop were located at 
the north end of the property. The abandoned pier structure now present at the site appears on this map.

The property was subsequently used by the Hercules Company, a ship maintenance firm owned jointly by Jonathan and Eleanor LaVeck. Hercules was listed 
at 116 Key Highway in the 1942 Baltimore Directory, and a clipping dated February 1943 in the Pratt Library vertical files indicates that the Company had 
acquired and moved into the former Louis Grebb Packing Plant. The Hercules Co. was described as “one of the oldest ship maintenance firms in the east, 
“engaged in “general ship repairing, renovation of cargo spaces…and other specialized activities needed to keep vessels at high operating efficiency”. 
Hercules used pre-fabricated units that could be quickly installed upon arrival of the ship under repair. A clipping in the Pratt vertical files dated May 1943 also 
notes that Hercules performed ship maintenance including “cleaning and painting hulls” and “repairs to wooden parts”.

The Hercules Co. leased office space on the property to A & B Freight and All States Freight in the 1940s; Raytheon Manufacturing Co. sales and service 
division for radar, submarine signals, and radio telephones in the 1950s; and Carrier Corporation and Coronet Boat Company (both dealers in marine 
supplies) and the Vance Trucking Company in the 1960s. Hercules sold the property in 1975. During the late 1970s and 1980s the property went through 
several owners. In 1989, the Superior Concrete Company operated a cement plant on the site. While Superior owned the site, a gravel layer was spread 
across the property to bury chromium tailings that had built up during the property’s use by Hercules. Most recently, the property was sold to the Baltimore 
Museum of Industry.

The site was first examined archeologically in the spring of 1994. At that time, archeologists with both the Maryland State Highway Administration and 
Maryland Historical Trust carried out historical background research and field reconnaissance to investigate the derelict ships located at the site, which was 
adjacent to property being acquired for the Baltimore Museum of Industry. The field investigation determined that at least 7 abandoned vessels were present 
at the site. Of the seven, five appeared to be modern barges, one appeared to be a modern steel workboat, and one appeared to be the remains of the 
potentially significant Governor R.M. McLane. Closer examination of the 19th century steamer hull revealed the vessel’s registration number and confirmed 
the boat’s identity.

Background research was also conducted on the waterfront 1425 Key Highway property where the museum would actually be located. It was determined that 
the property had not been developed until the first quarter of the 20th century. That investigation also suggested that the derelict vessels abandoned at the 
location were likely associated with Hercules Shipbuilding, which occupied the site from 1943 to 1975. The 1994 report concluded that additional fieldwork 
was necessary to determine if more vessels were located at the site and to determine if those, other than the Governor R.M. McLane, were potentially eligible 
for inclusion on the NRHP.

The fieldwork recommended in the 1994 report was carried out in 1996 and 1997 when a combined Phase I and II project was carried out in waterfront areas 
adjacent to the Baltimore Museum of Industry property. At the time, the museum was proposing improvements to the waterfront including the construction of a 
sheet pile bulkhead, removal of several of the derelict vessels, construction of a pier, and possible dredging to improve vessel access. In conjunction with 
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those improvements, the museum and the Maryland Historical Trust determined that Phase I and II underwater archeological investigations were warranted 
prior to construction. Those investigations consisted of hydraulic probing, pedestrian survey, side-scan sonar survey, diver reconnaissance, and vessel 
documentation to determine if significant submerged cultural resources were present.

The pedestrian survey portion of the project was carried out during an extreme low tide. That low tide, approximately 1.52 m (5 ft) below mean low water 
(MLW), allowed for substantial portion of the site to be visually examined without the limitations imposed by the underwater environment. Photographs of the 
entire project area were taken during that occasion to further document the features and context of the resources located at the site.

The side-scan sonar survey was conducted from a 16-foot skiff. The side-scan sonar survey consisted of three lanes, run at 4.6, 7.6, and 12.2-15.2 meters 
(15, 25, and 40-50 feet) around the perimeter of the site. Debris and an abandoned pier on the adjacent property allowed only one lane to be run on the 
eastern side of the project area. The sonar was set to a range setting of 50 meters. Targets identified during that survey were marked with buoys that were 
later mapped into the site plan with a transit.

Testing for buried submerged cultural resources at the site in the vicinity of surface debris was conducted by systematic probing. Along the proposed 
bulkhead alignment, probing was conducted on 30 cm (1 ft) intervals to a depth of 7.6 meters (25 ft). In and around the debris pile probing was conducted on 
approximately 1.52 m intervals to a depth of 4.6 meters. Targets identified during the probe surveys were further examined by tracing their outlines with a 
probe to determine if they were potential features or single objects. If the target exhibited characteristics of a buried feature, diver reconnaissance to 
physically examine the object was conducted.

Phase II evaluation of the known vessel remains was conducted to insure that none of the vessels, other than the Governor McLane, were potentially eligible 
for inclusion on the NRHP. To evaluate those vessels, their principal dimensions, structural features, and construction techniques were documented through 
photographs and measured drawings. That information in conjunction with historical data concerning ship’s architecture allowed for those vessel remains to 
be evaluated in terms of NRHP criteria.

The archeological investigations at 18BC110 confirmed the nature of the resources located adjacent to the Baltimore Museum of Industry waterfront. To date, 
seven vessels have been identified. Five were determined to be barges, each of which exhibited different methods of construction and use. One (cataloged as 
Vessel 2) was a small, iron compressed barge with intact machinery. Two (Vessels 3 and 6) proved to be steel work barges. One heavily constructed wooden 
deck barge (Vessel 4) was also identified. It most likely served in the same capacity as the two steel barges. The final barge, Vessel 5, was destroyed during 
the removal of Vessel 3, before it could be documented. All that was noted of this vessel prior to its destruction were its wooden frames protruding from the 
water around two sides of the compressor barge, which was abandoned on top of it. Vessel 5 appeared to be of lighter construction than Vessel 4 and most 
likely did not serve as a hauler for heavy items.

Two iron hulled vessels were also identified during the survey. One was identified as a small work boat. The vessel was badly damaged but was undoubtedly 
modern. Elements of the structure and machinery confirm that it dates from the post-World War II period. The last derelict was the steam tug Governor R.M. 
McLane. The McLane was constructed in 1882 and served as the flagship for the Maryland State Oyster Police Force between 1884 and 1932. The vessel 
was sold from the Force in 1948, converted to diesel, and employed to tow barges between New Bern, North Carolina and Baltimore. The McLane was 
removed from the list of active vessels in 1954. The vessel was determined potentially eligible for inclusion on the NRHP, however, because of its condition 
restoration of the McLane was determined impractical. In addition, any attempts to move the vessel to a safer location could possibly damage or destroy the 
surviving structure. Ultimately, a decision was made to leave the vessel in place and redesign the pier installation and other waterfront improvements in a way 
that would not destroy the vessel during construction. Due to the relatively modern date of all the other vessels encountered, these resources were 
determined ineligible for NRHP listing, and were scheduled for removal.

The side-scan sonar and diver investigations also revealed an area which researchers recommended be monitored during subsequent phases of wreck and/or 
debris removal. This area was located off the northwest corner of the former pier. Jet probing of the bottom in this area revealed a scatter of debris buried 
between 0.76 and 3.05 meters (2.5-10 ft) below the bottom surface. The objects were noted to consist of different types of material and some appeared to be 
hollow, possibly steel drums. Since the area was used for heavy industry in the past the likelihood that drums containing potentially hazardous waste material 
were dumped into the harbor off the end of the pier is possible. It was recommended that future activities avoid this area unless an investigation could be 
undertaken to determine the composition and nature of the buried material.


